Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 51

Number 3

Article 5

11-2015

Swiss in the American Civil War A Forgotten Chapter of our
Military History
David Vogelsanger

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Vogelsanger, David (2015) "Swiss in the American Civil War A Forgotten Chapter of our Military History,"
Swiss American Historical Society Review: Vol. 51 : No. 3 , Article 5.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol51/iss3/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information,
please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Vogelsanger: Swiss in the American Civil War A Forgotten Chapter of our Milita

Swiss in the American Civil War
A Forgotten Chapter of our Military History
by David Vogelsanger*

In no foreign conflict since the Battle of Marignano in
1515, except Napoleon's Russian campaign, have as many soldiers
of Swiss origin fought as in the American War of Secession. It is an
undertaking of great merit to rescue this important and little known
fact from oblivion and it is a privilege for me to introduce this concise
study by my friend Heinrich L. Wirz and his co-author Florian A.
Strahm. The Swiss, mostly volunteers, who went to war either to
preserve the Union against the secession of the southern States or for
the independence of those same States , all risked their lives for an
honorable cause. They fought for their new homeland to which they
or their ancestors had emigrated in search of freedom and the pursuit
of happiness. Contrary to the widely held and completely wrong
view, they did fight neither for the abolition nor for the preservation
of slavery, but for the same political ideals that are the foundation of
our own freedom and independence . They, therefore, all de serve our
respect.
The American Civil War already merits interest from a Swiss
point of view because our modern State has itself resulted from an,
albeit brief and not very bloody, War of Secession, the Sonderbund
War. It is well known that this conflict , too , ended with the victory of
the "Union," the Swiss Confederation.
Most Swiss served, of course, in the Union Army because
the large majority of Swiss immigrants had moved to the territory
of the northern States where agricultural land or jobs were more
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easily found. The 15 th Missouri Regiment of Infantry was mainly
comprised of Swiss. It was called the "Swiss Rifles," with Colonel
Francis J. Joliat, an immigrant from the Canton of Bern, in command.
The regiment carried a flag that combined the Swiss Cross with the
Star Spangled Banner. During Grant's Chattanooga Campaign in
Tennessee, the Swiss planted it on Missionary Ridge on November
26 , 1863.
A Company of the famous l st United States Sharpshooters, the
Berdan Sharpshooters, had been recruited mainly among experienced
Swiss target shooters and was called the "Swiss Company." Lieutenant
Colonel Casper Trepp from Spli.igen in Graubiinden, an officer with
experience under Giuseppe Garibaldi in Italy and in the Crimean War,
rather than Hiram Berdan with whom he later bitterly quarreled, seems
even to have been the true initiator of specialized U.S. sharpshooter
units. Such units then already had a long tradition in Switzerland.
Trepp commanded A Company and later the whole Regiment. He fell
at the Battle of Mine Run in Virginia on November 30, 1863, and is
buried in New York City.
Other Union units that had whole Swiss companies were the
39 111 and the 83 rd New York Volunteer Infantry Regiments. The 39 111
New York was better known as the Garibaldi Guard and the 83 rd was
the former 9 th New York Militia, the City Guard. Its Colonel Joseph A.
Moesch, whose family came from the Canton of Aargau, was killed
in action at the Wilderness, Virgina, on May 6, 1864. A monument
erected in his honor still stands on that battlefield. On the Confederate
side, a Swiss company seems to have existed in Louisiana. Many
thousand Swiss, moreover, fought in various units of the State, Union
or Confederate, that had become their new homeland.
Until now, no systematic record exists of soldiers of Swiss
origin in that still now most important war in American history, and
a complete one will unfortunately never be possible. Rather thorough
regimental rosters have been preserved on the Union side, less
complete ones for Confederate troops, but the original Swiss names
had changed so much with time that their national origin is sometimes
hard to determine with certitude. Some individuals of Swiss descent,
however, are very well known and have become in some cases even
the object of historical monographs. One example is Confederate
Brigadier General John D. Imboden whose ancestors came from the
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol51/iss3/5

2

Vogelsanger: Swiss in the American Civil War A Forgotten Chapter of our Milita
November 2015 SAHS Review
42

Canton of Wallis. This Virginia officer after the decisive Confederate
defeat at Gettysburg, brought in July 1863 on the orders of General
Robert E. Lee the numerous wounded in a brilliant move across
the Potomac River back to Virginia. Felix J. Zollicoffer, another
Confederate Brigadier, descended from a dynasty of officers from
St. Gallen and had served as a congressman from Tennessee before
the war in which he fell at the Battle of Mill Springs in Kentucky on
January 19, 1862.
Tragic is the history of Henry Wirz from Zurich who fell
victim to unfortunate historical circumstances. He had been seriously
wounded in battle as a Confederate sergeant and then promoted to
captain. Subsequently, he seems to have been entrusted with a mission
in Europe and was later employed as commander of the infamous
Andersonville prison camp in Georgia. His superior General, who
was partly responsible for the bad conditions in the camp, had died
before the war ended, and the foreigner Wirz, who honestly but
inefficiently had tried to improve the prisoners' condition, became
the victorious North's scapegoat. In a show trial devoid of any justice,
a true "kangaroo court," he became the only Confederate officer
condemned to death and executed exactly at the spot where today
in Washington D.C. on the Supreme Court building is chiseled in
granite: EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER LAW.
Remarkable men of Swiss origins also served on the northern
side, among them usually first generation immigrants. The best
known example is certainly Emil Frey from the Canton of BaselLand, later envoy to the United States, commander of a division
of the Swiss Army and, most of all, Federal Councilor (member
of the collective Swiss presidency) and Minister of Defense. At a
young age, during a visit with relatives in Highland, Illinois, he got
surprised by the outbreak of the war, volunteered, and eventually rose
to the rank of Major. At Gettysburg, he became a prisoner of war and
later survived great hardship. After his release in I 865, he was able
to take part in uniform in the victory parade in Washington, D.C .
In later years, he presided over reunions of Union Army veterans in
his native Switzerland. Brigadier General Hermann Lieb from the
Canton of Thurgau is also an interesting man. On the western front,
he raised for General Ulysses S. Grant a black Artillery Regiment, the
5 th United States Colored Heavy Artillery. His success with this unit
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led to Grant's entrusting him with the command of the entire artillery
on that front.
The authors deserve great praise for recording these wellknown personalities. Their detailed research uncovered numerous
unknown names of Swiss officers who had served in both the Union
and in the Confederate armies. Who knows, maybe we will even be able
one day to read a comprehensive study of the military achievements
of the Swiss who served in the "War between the States," the war that
shaped the United States of America as no other.

Due to a misunderstanding, this text had not been printed in the
June edition of the SASH Review as submitted by the author. It is,
therefore, published once again.
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